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Michelle Richmond
Sa t e l l it e

I can hear him stom ping around up
there, doing what he does best. H e has come with his satellite
dish, his big red box o f tools, his six years o f experience, his
generous heart. H e is installing a dish for my father, the histo
rian. “I got a great deal on this thing,” Sven said last night, proudly
unboxing the dish for me back at his house on Garland, a halfmile down the road from the university where my father teaches.
“Think he’ll like it?”
“H e doesn’t have a television.”
“N o sweat. I’ve got extra. H e can have the twelve-inch. I t’s
three years old but it works fine.” For Sven, television years run
alongside dog years. A t nine m onths a set is mature, by four
years it’s on the downswing, once it hits six you simply keep it
around out o f compassion, loyalty, familial respect. Sven could
probably fashion the innards o f a television out o f coat hangers
and string if necessary, but the man could not work a stove top
to stave o ff starvation.
My father cannot help but be uneasy with a man w ho is so
resolute in his bachelorhood, holding on to the old ways. Even
before my m other died, my father could whip up a remarkable
roulade or baste a turkey to perfection. His clothes are much
better-ironed than my own, his China cabinet m ore attractively
stocked. I am convinced the reason he survived my m other’s
demise so well was that the household continued to run effi
ciently in her absence. I was seven years old when lightning got
her in Little Rock, one o f those freak accidents you hear about
and hardly believe, “ 112 people killed by lightning in the United
States each year.” According to the newspaper article, my m other
was num ber thirty-nine. W hen I first told Sven how she died he
thought it was a joke, and who could blame him? A church pia
nist from Fayetteville, Arkansas, m other o f one, painter o f land
scapes, collector o f paper weights, just doesn’t die like that. The
lightning bolt struck the tree under which she and her best friend
Bonnie had taken shelter from a rainstorm on the third day o f
S v e n is up ON t h e r o o f .
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their sixteenth annual visit to the capital. They were sitting on a
bench. Bonnie lost use o f her right arm and my m other died,
because my m other had miscalculated electrical conduction and
refused to sit on the side o f the bench closest to the metal gar
bage can, opting instead for the end directly beneath the tree’s
lowest-hanging limb.
A fter she died I waited for everything to fall apart, but it
didn’t. Although I never stopped missing her, eventually I came
to realize that it had always been my father who kept the house
and family intact, perform ing the maternal duties. I returned to
school three days after her funeral, my hair properly braided, the
whiteness o f my socks and uniform shirt uncom prom ised. My
father had even bought me a new pair o f shoelaces upon realiz
ing that the ends o f the old ones were frayed and I could n ot get
them through the eyes o f my blue leather saddle shoes. O ne
winter when the pipes burst and flooded the basem ent I came
hom e from a weekend in the Ozarks with my high school boy
friend Jason— one in a long string o f “prom ising” athletes— to
find my thin, graceful father ankle deep in the frigid water, m o p 
ping, while a hired man repaired the pipes. I know he m ust look
at Sven and see a hopeless case, some anthropological holdover
from the days when m en took out the trash and women explored
the endless possibilities o f casseroles.
Sven m oved to Fayetteville with his family ten years ago. I
was born here and never came up with any good reason to move
away; there is something com forting about the place, with its
low hills and seasonal weather, its constant influx o f kids from
rural Arkansas towns who move here to attend the university. I
see D ad at least once a week and Sven often accompanies me,
content to participate in the routines that have become my life.
H e is not trying to win my father over with the satellite dish;
bribery would never occur to him, just as it would n ot occur to
him that my father m ight n ot like him. Dislike, anyway, w ould be
much too strong a word. My father doesn’t understand Sven, but
he is in no way averse to him. My father has spent the last eigh
teen years o f his life compiling the letters o f Wendell Cage, a
labor o f love that has netted him a few thousand dollars in grant
money, four sabbaticals from the history departm ent o f the state
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university where he is a tenured professor, and an as yet unpub
lished five-volume set o f correspondence that threatens to be
come seven volumes before the project is over. Wendell Cage
was as prolific with his letters as he was with his children: twentyeight by three wives and four mistresses, a clean num ber until
you break it down on a per-m om basis. The mistresses produced
twenty-two o f the kids, far m ore than their fair share. Litde re
mains o f the man save two unremarkable works o f entomology,
one uncelebrated novel titled In A Cold Place, an old plantation
house in Eufala, and the letters.
My father came upon the novel at The H aunted Book Shop
in Mobile, Alabama, two years after my m other’s death. H e pur
chased it because he liked the binding, immediately recognizing
it as the work o f a long-defunct confederate publishing house
whose trademark was a cotton plant stamped a half-inch from
the bottom o f the spine. My father bought the novel as a relic
only, an homage to the past; but once he had read it, he immedi
ately devoted him self to Cage, convinced beyond doubt that this
man whose name he had never heard was the greatest American
writer o f the nineteenth century.
I d o n ’t l iv e t o g e t h e r yet, we’ve only been going out
for three months, but at some point we fell into a routine whereby
I spend m ost nights at his place. Mornings Sven gets up around
six o ’clock and showers, and I pretend to sleep while he dresses
silently by the window, trying not to wake me. It is a pleasure to
see him unwrapping the towel from his trim waist, and then to
watch the muscles o f his buttocks shift when he bends to take
his underwear o ff the chair. After putting on his jeans, he always
turns toward the full-length m irror beside the bed, raising his
arms above his head to put on a clean white T-shirt, and during
those seconds when he is pulling the shirt over his head I con
centrate on the cleft in the center o f his chest just below the
sternum , a deep indentation the circumference o f a quarter. I
am struck every m orning by the sheer beauty o f him, how the
individual parts-face and neck and hairless chest, back and thighs
and ankles-add up to this startling aesthetic whole.
This m orning I went back to sleep after watching him dress,
then got up an hour later and made coffee, brewing it dark the
S v e n AND

22

Fall 1999

way he likes. I found Sven outside, loading the big cardboard box
containing the satellite dish into the back o f his pick-up truck.
T he twelve-inch television was there too, swaddled in bubble
wrap. I kicked at an oversized m ushroom that had broken through
the soft surface o f the asphalt, exposing its hairy underside. “Let’s
call first and see if D ad wants it.”
“Wants it?” Sven shouted joyfully. “O f course he wants it!
Besides, I’ve already got it in the truck. Now, are you coming
with me, or not?” Sven’s success as a satellite dish salesman m ust
have som ething to do with his ability to convince anyone o f
anything, despite the condition o f all facts and favorable odds
being against him; I am certain that people go along with him in
part, like I do, because he gets so excited about som ething you
can’t imagine disappointing him.
D ad was at the mailbox when we pulled into the driveway, his
hand thrust deep inside. W hen he withdrew his hand there was
nothing in it and I knew he would be disappointed today, dis
tracted. He was waiting for a particular letter, the existence o f
which he had only recendy discovered, a one-page item sent by
Wendell Cage m ore than a century ago to a young woman in
G erm any nam ed Helga von Trask. My father has already trans
lated the precursor to that docum ent, a letter from the sixteenyear-old Helga to the sixty-three-year old Cage in which she in
form ed him o f her pregnancy. In her letter, Helga begged Cage
to send her the money to join him in America.
Sven parked at the top o f the driveway, got out, and shoved
the box down toward the tailgate. “Nice to see you, Sven,” my
dad said, reaching out to shake his hand, but Sven was busy slic
ing through the masking tape with his Swiss Army knife. He
ripped the box open and stood over his gift, beaming like a proud
father. “W ith this sweet piece o f machinery you’ll be able to re
ceive upwards o f 200 channels.”
D ad just stood there, looking surprised and amused, staring
at the dish in its bed o f packing worms. He turned to me and
asked quiedy, “I don’t have a television, do I?” as if there might
be one stuck away in some corner o f the house he’d forgotten.
“Sven brought you one o f those, too.”
“Sorry, it’s only a twelve-inch, but the picture quality is good.
It’s an RCA. Top o f the line in its class three years ago. The dish,
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though, this baby’s the sweet n’ saucy end o f the deal. Take a
look at this. W hat you’ve got here is a 5451, built-in antenna.
Bigger is definitely better. The bigger the dish, the m ore amplifi
cation.”
“Amplification?” I asked, prodding Sven, wanting him to show
off a little, wanting my dad to understand that despite his pick
up truck and blue collar job Sven has a head on his shoulders.
“Sure,” he said, launching into a long monologue about the LNBF,
how it catches the signal that bounces o ff the dish, amplifies it
and converts the frequency, etceteras, stuff I’d heard a few times
before but that I never really get bored with, because I love to
see a man in his element, employing the terms and turns o f phrase
he knows best. W hen I was in junior high I used to sit in a corner
o f my dad’s office while he consulted with his students, watch
ing him transform into a person entirely different than the one
he was with me. I loved the way his female students stared at
him, a little awed, while he went on about writing or some work
o f literature he felt passionately about, seemingly unaware that
his preacher-man voice and dark blue eyes had them under a
spell. W ith his male students he struck a m ore casual tone, and
he was slightly more intimate with the seniors than with the fresh
men. He was another man altogether with his colleagues, and
different with the professors in his own departm ent than with
those in the other humanities. Eventually I came to understand
that his changing personality was not due to any duplicity or
pretense on his part; he naturally slipped into the personality
that he believed would put a person m ost at ease.
W hen Sven is around, D ad tries to talk about sports or hom e
repair, careful not to engage me in a conversation about history
or literature that Sven is unable to join. Sven, on the other hand,
remains the same across the board, unchanging, one Sven for
every occasion, solid as history. I could tell from the way D ad
rocked back and forth on his heels that he was zoning out, u n 
able to process Sven’s explanation o f azimuth and elevation angles,
transponders and signal strength. H e smiled politely and nodded
his head, and Sven, believing that he and my father belonged to a
worldwide fraternity o f men fascinated by the intricate workings
o f television, took this as a sign o f encouragement.
“The signal comes from 22,300 miles away at over 12 G Hz.
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22,300 miles! T h at’s some space-age shit.” He had set the dish
down on the driveway and was caressing the antenna tenderly,
the way Jason in eleventh grade used to caress his kayak, the way
D evon my sophom ore year o f college handled the greasy matrix
o f machinery beneath the hood o f a British sports car, the way
Jimm y my senior year touched the game ball that bought him a
ticket to the minors. Before Sven it had been Dave, and before
Dave it was Greg. My romantic history is replete with m en whose
hands have moved as smoothly over my thighs and belly, my
breasts and buttocks, as they did over some cherished item that
loudly proclaimed their m anhood. It’s embarrassing, really, the
guys I go for. While my friends hook up with artists and intellec
tuals, m en who know how to serve a flambe or choose a bottle
o f wine to go with the swordfish, men w ho kind o f like the
thought o f being transform ed at some point in their late thirties
into stay-at-home dads, I am a sucker always for the well-cut abs,
the strong jaw, the height and heft and sturdiness o f any nice guy
six feet and over with traditional male sensibilities. In high school,
my father assumed it was a distasteful phase I would simply grow
out of. U pon catching me in the garage with the first-string quar
terback o f a rival school, he was less disturbed by my sexual
experimentation than my uninventive choice in partners.
N o t until I was halfway through college did my dad begin
trying to hook me up with his graduate students, studious boys
he’d introduce me to at departm ent parties, boys who overflowed
with knowledge about some specific point in history that m ore
often than not had to do with war or uprising: H unt and the Civil
War, Jack and the French Revolution, Sid and Nazi Germany,
George and the Bolsheviks. These guys had monosyllabic names
and scholarly, if n ot somber, demeanors. They nibbled sesame
sticks laced with vegetable dip and drank wine out o f plastic
cups, utterly at hom e in the rather understated elegance o f A r
kansas academia. They asked me all about my interests rather
than introducing me passionately to their own.
Sven, on the other hand, has got me watching TV. O n our
fourth date, he installed a satellite dish in my back yard. O n our
fifth, he gave me a descrambler so I could pick up H B O and
Cinemax. “I can’t accept this,” I said each time. He kissed me
hard, then soft, then hard again, mumbling, “Sure you can,” and
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thus it was settled. O ur evenings together are spent with peanuts
and ESPN, or popcorn and Starsky and Hutch, seated side by
side on the couch that he has arranged at an angle m athem ati
cally designed to insure the greatest possible viewing pleasure.
I a r e s i t t i n g in t h e l i v i n g r o o m i n opposite chairs,
facing one another across the television, listening to the sound
o f Sven’s footsteps on the ro o f above us. Sven has placed the
twelve-inch RCA on the floor in the center o f the room in the
exact spot where D ad ’s big world globe used to stand. H e had to
run an extension cord from the TV to the wall in order to reach
the oudet, and the thick orange cable snakes menacingly across
the plush blue carpet. “It don’t m atter if I move this, does it?” he
said earlier, grabbing the beautiful globe by the brass stem on
which it was suspended.
ccWell,” my father said, but Sven had already set the globe
down in the corner. I felt a tightening in my stomach— n ot be
cause o f the globe but because o f the grammatical error— and
glanced over to gauge D ad’s reaction. If he noticed, he did not
acknowledge it. Poor gramm ar is n o t something I would notice
if Sven and I were alone, but I am always alert to my own mis
takes and those o f my boyfriends when I am with my father,
despite the fact that he strives to put everyone at ease.
The sofa, two matching chairs, and ottom an that once looked
as though they revolved around the globe now m ore closely re
semble a group o f stationary satellites, all aimed at the television.
The effect o f this arrangem ent on my perspective is startling.
For as long as I can rem em ber I have had to lean over in my chair
and peer around the globe to see my father, but I am now able to
look directly over the top o f the television w ithout obstruction.
D ad is drinking water and I’m having milk and Pepsi, a concoc
tion I discovered recently on the syndicated episodes o f Laverne
& Shirley.
“Look,” D ad says excitedly, pushing a shoe box across the
top o f the television. Inside the box are six daguerreotypes. Four
o f the pictures show a man, woman, and children. In two, the
woman is absent. U pon close examination, I notice that it is the
same man in every picture, although he is wearing a different suit
in each one, holding a different pose, and the expression on his
D ad and
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face is varied. In one he looks vaguely amused, in another simply
bored, in another he is frowning ferociously. The man is in his
fifties, strongly built and handsome. Once, when M om was alive,
we took a trip to Gatlinburg and had our photo taken at an oldfashioned photography studio at the top o f Lookout M ountain.
We chose antique costumes o ff a rack— M om in a severe black
dress with a high lace collar and bustle, D ad in a dark suit and
bowler hat, me in layers o f scratchy crinolines beneath a flouncy
yellow number, complete with matching parasol. “Look serious,”
the photographer commanded. “In the old days you had to sit
for five minutes or more waiting for the photo to take, so no one
smiled.” In the sepia-toned photo, which stands on the dresser
in my bedroom , my m other and I manage to appear mean-spir
ited and grim, but D ad looks as though he’s about to break into
laughter.
“Is it Cage?” I ask.
“T he very man. W ith the wives and two o f the mistresses. All
o f the daguerreotypes eventually ended up with the second wife,
Georgette, who survived all the others. This is Georgette, here’s
Luda, and Fannie-Mae, and this is Charlotte.”
“Each with her own children?”
He nods. “Those who survived infancy.” Several o f the chil
dren are grown and look barely younger than their mothers. The
wives and mistresses themselves appear understandably tired.
“W hat about the other two mistresses?”
“Elsie and H anna died in childbirth.”
“A nd Helga?”
Something crashes on the roof, and Sven lets go a long string
o f curses. My father’s gaze travels to the ceiling and lingers there,
as if he could look straight through the paint and plywood, insu
lation and ro o f frame and shingles, into the m ind o f this strange
creature with w hom I share a bed, with w hom it is even possible
I may choose to share a life. After the cursing subsides, D ad says,
“Helga remains a mystery. To my knowledge, there are no sup
porting accounts o f her relationship with Cage. All I have to go
on are the letter she wrote to him announcing her pregnancy,
and the one I ’m awaiting, which should arrive from M unich any
day.
“Babe, could you hit the power button?” Sven shouts. I reach
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for the remote, wishing there were some way I could keep these
two loves separate— the strong, young man on the ro o f and the
older, intellectual man in his chair— the way Cage desired to keep
each woman, each set o f children, apart from the others. In let
ters he w rote to his younger brother in Paris, Cage often spoke
o f the impossibility o f keeping secrets in a place like Eufala,
Alabama, where everyone had ears: “Everyone knows my busi
ness. Several o f the children go to school together. It has be
come unbearable.” Yet, despite his desire for discretion, Cage sat
through six photography sessions with six sets o f children, forc
ing him self to hold the pose while the images took, as if his
pride dem anded this proof, this irrefutable evidence, o f his viril
ity.
The television flickers on. There is only a m om ent o f static
before the picture appears silendy, an exotic place I don’t recog
nize. D ad identifies it immediately. “St. Petersburg. Your m other
and I visited once.”
“I don’t rem em ber your going there.”
“Y ou were just a year old. We left you with Bonnie. Your
m other wanted to see Gatchinsky Palace.”
I was only seven when my m other died, nine when D ad came
across In A Cold Place T he H aunted Book Shop in Mobile. It is
difficult for me to rem em ber a time before Cage, before so much
o f my father’s energy was focused on that man. I think in some
way Cage replaced my m other, a presence to fill the absence she
had left, because, unlike Cage, my father is n ot the kind o f man
to love many women. “She was it,” he told me once, when I was
a senior in high school, my heart having just been broken by a
guy nam ed Royce, the star goalie o f the rugby team. ‘Y o u ’ll find
yours, the one, and, by then, Royce w on’t mean a thing to you,
m ark my word.” He was right, o f course. Royce’s last name es
capes me now, and I can’t even rem em ber if his hair was blonde
or brown, or what girl he ditched me for, or how many points he
blocked that season.
Sven shouts down, wanting to know if the picture is clear,
and I tell him it looks great, and my father, to my surprise, asks
me to give it some volume. The program is entirely in Russian. A
bald man in a cheap-looking suit sits behind a desk in a small,
dimly lit office. A blonde woman is seated in a metal fold-out
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chair on the other side o f the desk. You cannot see the inter
viewer but you can hear his voice, posing questions alternately to
the man and the woman.
“T he man being interviewed is a plastic surgeon,” D ad ex
plains. “The woman is his patient.”
“I didn’t know there was a market for cosmetic surgery in
Russia.”
“A few years ago there wouldn’t have been, but today the
growing class o f wealthy elite is eagerly feeding various luxury
enterprises, cosmetic surgery included.” In the flickering light o f
the television my father looks older somehow. The firmness has
gone out o f his neck. His nose looks longer than I rem em ber it,
his eyes m ore sunken. I glimpse the man my father’s students
m ust see every day, a man whose life is m ore than halfway lived,
a steady voice o f reason imposed over an incomprehensible story.
“Honey, I ’m gonna count to three and I want you to turn the
set off, then turn it right back on again, you hear me?”
“G o t it,” I shout, hitting the power button on cue. I w onder
if over the years my father has been tem pted to judge me by the
company I keep, perhaps believing that the intelligent daughter
he m eant to raise would not love the men I have loved. I wonder
if he sometimes wishes that he and my m other had chosen to
have a second child, even a third, to balance out the odds. O f
Cage’s twenty-eight children, twenty-one lived past infancy. Two
survived small pox but were crippled by it, confined to beds and
wheelchairs. O ne was adm itted to a sanitarium because o f retar
dation, another for mental illness, a daughter o f one o f the mis
tresses was lost to prostitution. Two died o f syphilis as young
adults, one was m urdered in a land dispute, another jailed for
murder. D uring the war Cage lost his slaves and his inherited
fortune, but two o f his sons soon reclaimed the plantation and
restored the family’s wealth. O ne son became a doctor, one in
herited his father’s passion for entomology, two daughters took
up teaching; there was also a state senator in the bunch. Some
simply disappeared into the com m on malaise o f anonymity. Still,
Cage bet on the laws o f probability and came out on top in the
end. My father bet on my m other and me and came out with just
me.
T he doctor says something that makes the interviewer laugh.
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The blonde woman nods excitedly and goes into a loud, lengthy
monologue.
“W hat’s that about?”
“The doctor is boasting that he has even perform ed breast
augmentation. The woman says she plans to have that done next,
after the eyes.”
“Thank the Lord some women don’t need that sort o f thing.”
Sven has entered the room stealthily, like a man on reconnais
sance, and now he stands between me and the television, simul
taneously patting my shoulder and the TV. I can feel the heat
rising in my neck, a mixture o f agitation and embarrassment.
“Nice piece o f work, isn’t she?” My father raises an eyebrow
in confusion, caught o ff guard, unsure if Sven is referring to my
breasts or the television.
Sven begins channel-surfing and D ad regains his composure,
saying, “That was a pretty good program we were watching there.”
I doubt D ad even notices the slight change in his own vocabu
lary, the way he automatically shifts into another gear when talk
ing to Sven.
“I bet you speak a little Russian, am I right?”
“I know a few words.” The truth is D ad is fluent in Spanish,
French, Germ an, Italian, and Russian, and also manages to speak
passable Chinese. Never once have I heard him confess to know
ing all those languages, n o t even in front o f his colleagues and
graduate students.
“Now, if your picture seems less than perfect, you got to
tweak it. To do that you bring up the dish pointing info on the
screen, like so, then try several transponders.” He goes on like
this for a while, showing D ad how to move the dish around by
rem ote in order to search for clearer signals or different chan
nels. I can hear the thing clicking and humm ing above us, occa
sionally letting out an angry groan, like an alien ship perched
there on the roof. “At any rate, you got any questions about the
dish you call me. I’ll do a tune-up on your set in six m onths.”
I am constantly astounded by Sven’s faith in the stability o f
things. He is as certain that he and I will still be a couple six
m onths from now as he is that no man can turn down a satellite
dish. T hat lightning bolt in Little Rock in 1978 taught me one
im portant lesson, which is that nothing is certain or constant,
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anything can change in an instant. W ho knows w hat happened
to Cage’s families in the m om ents after those daguerreotypes
were taken? Perhaps Cage believed during each session, while he
waited with the photographer’s head buried under the black hood
o f his camera, that he loved the family he was with. Perhaps he
discovered that he loved none o f them or all o f them, or that he
had given away too much o f himself, or that these six families
were not enough and he m ust create more, and thus his late-inlife affair with Helga von Trask. Perhaps he felt keenly the ab
sence o f his seven dead children. The minutes and hours follow
ing the photography sessions in the parlors o f his m ansion in
Eufala, and in the less grandiose room s o f his five lesser homes,
could have been filled with lovemaking or with fighting. T he let
ters don’t tell and we don’t know, but it is likely that he, or the
women and children, emerged from those sessions som ehow
changed, knowing something m ore than they knew when they
had begun. However Cage perceived his separate lives, history
has brought all o f his wives and children together, the letters
bound between the pages o f five sturdy volumes, the pictures
stored one on top o f the other in a shoe box in my father’s study.
Maybe that is why my father has devoted him self to history, for
the sheer solidity o f it: our interpretadon o f any given event may
change in time but the facts are cement, the truth doesn’t waver,
and if some new discovery— for example, a letter from a young
girl in G erm any revealing a twenty-ninth child— exposes a glitch
in w hat we have accepted as truth, it is n o t history that has
changed, only our knowledge o f it.
Sven brings the Russian channel up before announcing that
we’re leaving. D ad stands and shakes his hand, thanking him,
and I tell Sven I’ll be out soon, then sit for a minute watching
D ad watch television. I am feeling a little off-balance, confused
by this strange new endty spoudng foreign words and pictures
into D ad ’s once prisdne space. “You’re sweet. You don’t have to
keep this, you know. H e just wanted to give you something.”
“N o, it’s great,” D ad says, and I realize he isn’t listening to
me. All o f his attention is focused on the screen, which is show
ing a before and after picture o f the blonde woman. “This woman
and her husband used to farm in the country, but as a result o f
Perestroika they'were able to realize their dream o f opening a
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small ceramics shop in St. Petersburg and m oving into a m odern
apartment.” While translating, my father is at ease, removed from
both the story and me, like a conductor that transports electric
ity from one point to another. A t this m om ent he exists in the
safe in-between where nothing is required o f him but to under
stand and to pass on this understanding. There are m om ents
when you realize a thing about your parents, and the m om ents
are few and far between but they are everything, because they
reveal to you a person beyond the m other or father you have
come to know. My first realization o f my father’s character came
on the school bus in second grade, three days after my m other’s
funeral, when I looked down at my feet and realized that he had
purchased a new pair o f shoelaces to replace the ones that were
frayed. N ow I understand for the first time that my father has
always been and will always be a compiler o f letters rather than a
writer o f them, a translator o f stories rather than a storyteller.
In the before picture, the blonde woman is puffy-eyed and
pale, her hair frizzy and unkempt. For the after picture, her hair
has been styled with sweeping wings and falling waves; you get
the feeling that the hair stylist saw old episodes o f Charlies’A n 
gels decades after the fact, m isunderstood the passage o f time,
and deemed Cheryl Ladd’s mass o f unruly hair to be fashion
able. The woman is also wearing lipstick and blush. To the doctor’s
credit she does look younger, the flesh beneath her eyes sm oothed
out, the lids no longer drooping. From a purely aesthetic stand
point she looks rejuvenated, undeniably improved, but there is
som ething almost sinister about the youthfulness o f her eyes
above the loose skin o f her neck and the deep lines around her
mouth. It is as if history has been erased from her face, but only
partially, so that past and present are unhappily juxtaposed.
My father leans forward to get a closer look. “I t’s uncanny
what m odern medicine can do with a laser and a litde anesthetic,
isn’t it?”
“We can at least move it into another room , M om ’s old sew
ing room , maybe. Surely you don’t want to keep it here. We can
put the globe back. You love that globe.”
My father doesn’t seem to hear the panic in my voice, lost as
he is in the translation. “She says she doesn’t want it to end here.
She’d like to have her entire face done. She says if she can afford
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to be transform ed entirely into a younger, more beautiful woman,
she can see no reason not to. She believes she has lived with
nothing for too long.” The picture goes yellow and he kneels
down before the television, looking for knobs to adjust.
“I’m heading out. Call if you want me to come by and take
that thing away.”
“Bye, Sweetie.” H e stands to give me the obligatory hug, the
kiss on the cheek, the quick tug o f the ponytail like he used to do
when I was a kid.
“You coming?” Sven calls from the truck. I go through the
kitchen so I can grab a soda on my way out, then pop my head
back in the living room to remind my dad I’m having Bonnie
over for dinner this week and he’s invited. H e has m oved away
from the television and is standing in front o f the fireplace, star
ing into the m irror above the mantle. H e hated that m irror when
my m other put it in. It was one o f the few fights they ever had,
or at least the few I remember. “It makes the room look twice as
big,” my m other reasoned.
“N o t everyone has a face like yours,” D ad replied, always able
to work a com plim ent even into an argument, he loved her that
much. “H om e is supposed to be a haven. The last thing I want to
see when I walk into this room is my own ugly face staring back
at me.” The truth is he had and still has a beautiful face, although
I suppose it has never occurred to him to think o f him self that
way. If my m other were alive I would ask w hat it was that drew
her to him in those first weeks when she was falling in love,
m onths before marriage, long before me, years before she sat on
the wrong end o f a bench in Little Rock, Arkansas, her dark,
broad face and long black hair inviting electricity— back when
my grandparents still believed she might end up with a man o f
medicine, som eone wealthy and ambitious w ho would make for
her an exceptional life. I would ask her if, like Sven, like Cage, my
father’s was once the kind o f face that would make a woman
think she could change her ways for him, forgiving bad gramm ar
and infidelity, disappointing her family and even disappointing
som ething in herself, just for the beauty o f him.
My father squints his eyes and relaxes them, pokes at the
loose flesh with his fingers, forms a V with middle and index
finger and drags at the bags beneath his eyes so that the inner
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pink below his eyeballs shows. He frowns, then mumbles som e
thing to him self so quietly I cannot make out the words. He
flattens the skin beneath his chin with the back o f his hand, then
places his palms on either side o f his face and tugs the skin to
ward his hairline. His m outh widens, the corners o f his eyes
stretch ghoulishly, the skin looks thin enough to break. W hen I
was a kid he used to make faces like this to amuse me. Back then
I thought it was funny, but now I know he isn’t doing it for my
benefit— he doesn’t even know I am here. I imagine one day I
will walk into this house and find him in his chair in front o f the
television, his face bruised by a surgeon’s hands, the skin stretched
to unnatural proportions.
In the truck Sven is fidgeting, growing impatient, for in the
quiet streets o f Fayetteville this fine Saturday customers are wait
ing for him, standing on their porches and watching. Somewhere
a father walks inside and dusts the screen o f the television set.
He calls his family into the living room where they will fight over
the m ost com fortable chairs, then wait with snacks and fizzy soft
drinks for the man with the satellite dish. They know that he is
coming, they have all gathered around to greet him, Sven be
lieves this in his heart.
From a quarter mile away I can see the big white dish on
D ad’s roof, moving slowly back and forth, its antenna poised like
a lightning rod, searching, searching, for signals beamed down
from space.
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